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[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Friday, June 3rd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning I am interviewing Mr. Jason Fox, Custodial Manager for
Housing Facilities at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the Covid
Collection Project.
Good morning Mr. Fox.

JF:

Good morning.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at Utah State University? And what are the various positions
you’ve held during your USU career?

JF:

I’ve worked at USU since January of 1998. Let’s see. January of ’98. Yeah. January of ’98. I
worked in housing the whole time. I started out just working as a custodian and then have just
stayed there. And now I’m the custodial manager. So, that’s been 20 – 23 years, 24.

TW:

I think you’re going to be celebrating your 25th anniversary in January—
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JF:

Yeah.

TW:

…of 2023.

JF:

Yes. That is—

TW:

Congratulations.

JF:

That is close. [Chuckles]

TW:

So, let’s walk through, what are the roles and the responsibilities for you as the manager for the
custodial staff?

JF:

Managing the custodial staff for housing is just ensuring that all of the housing areas are covered
adequately so that the cleaning can take place in those buildings. So, making sure staffing is
appropriate, training for the staff, daily schedules, supplies. Just the basic things that go into that.

TW:

And so, those are resident halls that you’re talking about?

JF:

Yeah. The residence halls. All residence. Nothing academic.

TW:

Right. And what’s the staffing level?

JF:

Normally we have about eight full-time staff.

[00:02:02]
And we’ll have about 20 part-time hourly student helpers. But we are not there right now. Right
now, we’re very short. And through the Covid, we were pretty short too.
TW:

And how many resident halls do you serve?

JF:

Okay. Let me add them up real quick.

TW:

Sure.

JF:

Let’s see. There are seven, eight, nine – the actual buildings? Let’s see. There’s nine, 10, 11, 12,
13, 14, 18, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28. 28 single student buildings. And then we have about 510 family
housing apartments.

TW:

That’s a lot to take care of. And so, your typical services are cleaning. But are there any other
maintenance issues that you at least investigate maybe before they get reported up to somebody in
the Facilities?

JF:

Yes. We maintain all the public spaces cleaning-wise. And we’ll change out lightbulbs, unplug
drains. If there’s anything that’s, like, a basic level of maintenance without getting electrocuted,
we’ll take care of it.

TW:

[Laughs] So, as you know, the Covid virus originated in late 2019 in China and soon spread to
other countries around the world. Reached the United States by late January of 2020.

[00:04:02]
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What were some of the early discussions that you had with Facilities, within the Facilities
management team as well as with your custodial staff about the impact that the Covid virus might
have on your operations?
JF:

We didn’t really have a whole lot of communication. When it started to get like there was going
to be a problem, we kind of knew things were happening in China and kind of keeping tabs with
that. But as far as anything with work here, there was just business as normal. And then, I think
that it was – I don’t know the dates specifically, but it was probably February, March. They had a
meeting with all of Facilities to discuss cleaning protocols with the Covid.

TW:

And so, above and beyond what the cleaning protocols were prior to Covid. So, what did that
mean for you and your staff? Did you have enough supplies? Did you have to order new
supplies? Were you able to hire additional staff? Were you changing the shifts of your workers
so that it was around the clock? How exactly did those early February, March, April of 2020 look
for you and the custodial staff in housing?

JF:

We were still staffed the same as we were. They wouldn’t let us hire anybody else. We stepped
up our – they wanted us to step up our runs through the building to make sure that we were
sanitizing all the door handles and doorknobs. So, we enlisted some of the help from other
housing crew members to run through in the mornings to help us wipe down.

[00:06:02]
And then, we added wiping down in the afternoons. So, staffing wise, we’ve been pretty stressed
the whole time through. They never really gave us any—
TW:

Additional—

JF:

…additional help.

TW:

…resources.

JF:

But they kept asking us to do more stuff. So, we just kind of picked and choosed what we could
do.

TW:

In those early months, did you lose staff?

JF:

We held pretty strong. We would lose students that were going home instead of staying on
campus. They let their residents choose whether they wanted to stay or go. And so, ones that
stayed, we were able to keep on. And then, we did have the kind of trickle out ones that would
leave.

TW:

And that’s a good point. So, the decision was made to close face-to-face classes about March 13,
2020. And so, they moved all the classes to remote. Many of the students chose to leave campus
that were living on campus and return home. What was the direct impact for you and your staff?
And how did you and the people that you report to manage that shift as the students were leaving
campus?

JF:

Well, there was a significant amount that stayed. And they never consolidated or do anything.
So, they were spread throughout housing. So, we had to keep maintaining all of the housing
spaces. So, we thought we would maybe get lighter, but it really wasn’t.
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TW:

It didn’t change it because they didn’t consolidate. And the cleaning supplies, was that plentiful?
Or was there a shortage of cleaning supplies in that spring 2020 semester?

JF:

We were pretty good. We’ve always been pretty stocked with our disinfectants and with gloves.

[00:08:03]
And we kind of had, would look around and we’d get different kinds of gloves in the warehouse.
I think they were having a little bit of trouble getting the same. But we kept that going pretty
well. I never felt like we were really too short on what we were using.
TW:

And what about the PPE? I mean, in those early days, I know there was a shortage of PPE. Did
your custodial staff work without PPE, or was there enough PPE for them in that spring of 2020
semester?

JF:

Yeah. We kept pretty good with that. We had some masks that were stockpiled that we had from
before. And I got some from the safety office when they had the meeting. We limited our
interactions. So, we spread out pretty thin with who we interacted with. So, we didn’t wear
masks all the time at the beginning. And I handled pretty much all the isolation rooms. And if
there was any known cases of Covid, I just took those on myself. And so, that kind of limited
what we had to use. Trying to preserve there. So, we never really ran. I don’t think we ran out
of masks or gloves. And those were our main, the main equipment that we used, so.

TW:

Okay. And so, the remainder of that semester, isolation, the assignments and stuff you managed
so that you used the PPE that you had as cautiously as possible because you didn’t know the
duration of the pandemic.

JF:

Yeah, we weren’t sure. So, we were pretty cautious with using that.

[00:10:01]
And then, we really limited a lot of interaction. So, we really weren’t interacting a lot with
students or with.
TW:

So, eventually, spring semester ended and the students moved out. What were the cleaning
protocols that the custodial staff had for the resident halls after the end of spring semester in that
initial, I guess, period of the pandemic?

JF:

Yeah. That was…

TW:

Did you change things up? Did you change your protocols in ways? Or, what exactly did you
plan for?

JF:

We didn’t change too much. We have in-house moves to where they move them from one
apartment to the next. That was probably our biggest chance for exposure in that. But we limited
how many rooms we went into with that. I’m trying to remember for certain.

TW:

Sure.

JF:

Yeah. And that was different. I’m trying to remember where they all went. But we were able to,
kind of, just – it was kind of toned down. There was less of us, less space. And if there were still
residents in the apartments, we avoided their rooms or their spaces. The buildings that they
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emptied out of, we were told that three days and it would be good. So, we tried to make sure
there was at least a three-day gap in the other spaces outside of the in-house moves. The in-house
moves we had to go in. But with the others, we tried to limit the three. I do the same with family
housing check-outs. But then it got stressed that they weren’t getting through fast enough.
[00:12:01]
So, they told me to forget about the three days. Had me going in the same day on those ones so
that they would get them through.
TW:

So, you survived the spring semester, especially with the single units, the 28 buildings that you’d
mentioned—

JF:

Yeah.

TW:

…earlier. What kinds of discussions did you, the custodial staff facilities have with either the
Covid taskforce or any of the spinoff committees about what to expect or how to prepare for the
return of students when the decision was made in June of 2020 that students were going to be
coming back to campus and living in resident housing for the fall semester of 2020? How did
that planning go for you and your staff?

JF:

Well, we just kind of went business as normal with everything. They really didn’t tell us much.
We didn’t get a lot of information passed down to us. We would just be told what they wanted us
to do. And then we would.

TW:

And it wasn’t anything more unusual than prior to Covid?

JF:

Yeah. Pretty much. I kept in contact with my staff. And we talked about it. So, I knew what
people’s comfort levels were. And if there’s anybody that felt a little bit more – like, we had one
guy that’s a little older and had a stroke. So, I made sure he was on his own and in different
places. So, we just kind of did that depending on how people felt. And then just tried to do the
best with the information that was coming to us.

TW:

How did the information get disseminated to your staff? Do you guys have weekly meetings or
monthly meetings, or is there an e-mail that you send out once a week? Or how is
communication between you and the custodial staff?

[00:14:03]
Normally, how does it work? And how did it work during that fall semester of 2020?
JF:

We used to meet once a week. And more often. But then, after that happened, we just quit
meeting. And I would just go around passing information on to everyone. And since then, I’ve
kind of enjoyed not – we don’t waste as much time on meetings.

TW:

Yeah.

JF:

Good benefit.

TW:

But you stay in touch with folks. You field their questions and you pass on the information that
you learn from your supervisors.

JF:

Yeah. I really don’t get much information. So, there’s – yeah.
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TW:

Were there any new assignments or new projects that were put into place during that academic
year of fall 2020/spring of 2021 that you and your staff had to do that were directly related to
Covid and the Covid pandemic?

JF:

Just the stepping up with the ensuring that we went through twice a day to wipe things down.
Our weekend coverage, we stepped that up to make sure we were going through on the weekends
to wipe things down.

TW:

So, no other work was halted, or no new initiatives were tackled or put in the place?

JF:

I’m trying to think. I don’t think so besides, you know, they had the isolation apartments. Yeah.

TW:

And the isolation apartments were still mainly handled that first full academic year by yourself, or
maybe a couple other folks on your staff?

JF:

Yeah. I did the majority of them. And then, if I couldn’t get to them, I had two other people that
I would have go out and get them.

TW:

And were there any different protocols in cleaning and services for those isolation units that first
academic year that were different than what normally would happen in the other resident halls?

[00:16:07]
JF:

Well, you just made sure we kept everything separate for the most part. But cleaning procedures
stayed pretty much the same. Yeah. We’d try to do the three-day limit, but that was – we had a
lot of miscommunications.

TW:

Sure.

JF:

Oh, and a lot of apartments that were supposed to be empty, but there were still people in there
sick. And it’s, kind of, goofy. But, yeah, we didn’t really do anything different.

TW:

Are there any memorable events? Could be good or bad from that first academic year that you or
that your staff shared with you during the Covid pandemic?

JF:

I don’t know. There’s nothing that really stands out too much. It was just different.

TW:

Do you clean the University Inn? Because I know that they used the University Inn for some of
the isolation that first academic year.

JF:

We’re not responsible for it. But I think they didn’t feel very comfortable. So, I went over and
cleaned rooms for them for a little while. And then we realized it was because they just didn’t
feel comfortable with it. And then I think they started doing it after that.

TW:

Okay. So, the state legislature in the 2021 session mandated that the university was going to offer
75 to 80 percent face-to-face classes that they had offered in the fall semester of 2019 prior to
Covid. They also laxed the mask mandate and the social distancing guidelines and a lot of
signage.

[00:18:00]
A lot of the different protocols were changed. They actually started to try to use seating charts
and do a bunch of things in the classroom. But they also changed a little bit of the philosophy
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about the isolation wards. And I’m curious, did any of the procedures or processes for the
students that got sick with Covid, did that affect custodial services in the resident housing during
the second academic year? So, we’re talking about 2021-2022.
JF:

That would be this past one. Right?

TW:

Yeah. Just the one we finished. If you were to compare and contrast Year One with Year Two,
what would you…?

JF:

I don’t know. I think we kept a pretty even keel through it all. Like, besides the adding things in,
I think we just followed our normal procedures and kept just cautious. And that’s how we
normally are before, even before the Covid was. So, I don’t think for that it was, there was too
much that was different. I’m trying to think. I know…

TW:

No new equipment? No new changes in processes or procedures. But being even-keel using
your normal procedures, but—

JF:

Yeah.

TW:

…cautiously.

JF:

Yeah. Because normally, we’d disinfect things. We’d wipe it down. We’d do that. Actually,
back when they had the Swine flu, what was the H – oh…

TW:

H1N1.

JF:

Yeah. H1N1. They had actually told us on those that we shouldn’t disinfect unless we knew that
there was something there because it would build resistance to the thing. So, we kept getting a lot
of mixed signals with how to do things. So, we just did things the way we normally did it.

[00:20:01]
And I think we had a pretty good rate. I feel comfortable that we kept the buildings clean and
didn’t contribute to spread anything, but.
TW:

Were there any things that did change (And this is a question I’ve asked everybody we’ve
interviewed.) from the Custodial Services point of view, due to Covid, that you think long after
the pandemic’s over will be things that the Custodial Services does that you can directly link back
to a change because of Covid? So, something that changed permanently in your processes or
procedures?

JF:

Yeah, I don’t think so. I think we’re a little more cautious of things. But I think all of our
processes and that have remained pretty much the same. We’ve been extremely short-staffed
through this year. So, it’s kind of hard to tell because we’ve just been kind of trying to do the
best we can with what we got. So, that may be the biggest impact on us right now is just that.

TW:

I imagine that is the case. You’ve mentioned it a couple times. So, I’m wondering also about the
mental health and wellness of yourself and the custodial staff during this time. It must be very
stressful being understaffed and also working under the conditions that you work under with the
pandemic. But how would you gauge the short-term and long-term mental health and wellness of
yourself and your staff?
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JF:

I think it probably effect a little bit just – you know. Yeah. Just kind of – I don’t know.

[00:22:00]
We all kind of just do our thing anyways, but. I don’t know. There was never any extra thought
given our way. So, I think the mental effects on that was just not feeling as appreciated.
Throughout Covid, you know, we’d be here and everything thanking people and doing things.
And there was never any extra thanks. There was nothing that was, like, hey, you were the only
guys up here. And you dealt with people that were with Covid every single day cleaning, and,
yeah, it was really nice of you guys to do that. You know? So, I think with that, that’s probably
the biggest impact I’ve felt with the members of our team is just that underappreciation.
TW:

And lack of recognition.

JF:

Yeah. And when they do things, it’s pretty generic, just lumping everybody together. And
you’re like… I don’t…

TW:

Okay. That’s fair. Another question I’ve been asking. And for you as the manager for the
custodians in resident housing, what do you take away as some lessons learned? And it could be
professional. It could be personal. But it’s been two-plus years. And so, looking back over this
time, are there any lessons learned that you take away?

JF:

Yeah. I think the need to have things – I think we need to have more better policies, better
expectations, better understanding of things in order to have just a better program so that things
run smoothly. Because I think about all the things that happened.

[00:24:00]
And it’s the communication, the processes that are in place. If all those would have been good
from the start, we probably wouldn’t have had a hiccup in anything. But because we lacked a lot
of processes and we lacked a good communication chain, it made things difficult. And so, the
importance of putting those in place so that you have those when things change. I think that’s a
big lesson that I take from it.
TW:

And then, is there anything else that you’d like to add about your or your team’s experiences with
the Covid pandemic at Utah State?

JF:

I don’t know what kind of things. I don’t know. It was kind of weird. I heard a lot from our staff
because we’d be cleaning with them and that. And the students, it didn’t seem, even though ones
suffering from Covid weren’t suffering from Covid. The one wing up in Lundstrom Hall where
they used for isolation, they had a poster up on the wall there that had all of the fun things you
could do while you were being quarantined. And just some of the things that they’d ask us, like,
to shorten the waiting time to go into apartments and things that made it seem like while they
were treating Covid as something that was really bad and dangerous, that it wasn’t. And so, I
think the majority of the people on my staff got to the point to where it was just like, well, this is
just whatever. Kind of take a lackadaisical approach to it.

TW:

Yeah. I don’t think the students had the maturity to understand that it could affect them longterm. It could affect their parents or their grandparents long-term if they got it, so.

[00:26:06]
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JF:

Yeah. And so, it was kind of like, being around that just made it kind of weird for there. So, you
had the, well, this is dangerous, but. Well, all these kids got Covid and they’re just running
around. And it’s like, what? So, it had a lot of people, kind of, just confused through the whole
thing. Like, what should we be doing that? And then, we kept getting, it lives on surfaces for a
week. It lives on surfaces for so much. And.

TW:

Yeah. We were learning more as time went on.

JF:

Yeah. And then, the way the information came out was kind of goofy. So, that’s why I was like,
just kind of using basic common sense. Me, personally, I got real lackadaisical because I was
going in and out of isolation rooms. I was taking care of the East Wing of Lundstrom with people
that had Covid. And I was around it so much. And I never got sick. So, I thought, well, I’m
good. Yeah. And then, last fall I got hit and I was in the hospital for a week. And I was like, oh,
okay. I guess this was [chuckles] worse. So, it was just kind of a weird experience with. And
then, now, you’re like, how – I guess that’s an impact moving forward is that it seems like
nothing is any kind of sickness now is taken more serious, so.

TW:

Well, Mr. Fox, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences
with the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

[End recording – 00:27:50]
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